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The kingdom of heaven is like unto a mer- 
chant-man, ſeeking goodly pearls: who when 
he had found one pearl of great price, he 
went and fold all that he had, and bought it. 


/ 


HAT ſhall we do to be ſaved? 1s 
the moſt important of all en- 
quiries, in the judgment of thoſe 

who have a juſt concern abour their ſouls, 

and are accuſtomed to look beyond rh 
life. That we might not be deſtitute of 
proper information, in a matter of ſuch 
unſpeakable moment, God hath been 
pleaſed to afford us the revelation of the 
goſpel, which our Saviour very common- 
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ly calls“ The kingdom of heaven.“ This 
revelation is a bleſſing of great value, and 
they who underſtand it beſt will prize it 
moſt highly; for © the kingdom of hea- 
« yen is like unto a merchant-man, ſeck- 
ing goodly pearls: who, when he had 
e found one pearl of great price, he went 
* and fold all that he had, and bought it.“ 

But how melancholy is it to obſerve, 


that while Chriſtians agree in making ever- 


laſting happineſs their great object in reli- 
gion, they often differ ſo widely in their 
ſentiments concerning the road that leads 
to it; one faying, This is the way; and 


another, That is the way; and every 


one is poſitive that he is in the right. 
Though they all profeſs to admire and 
reverence the precious diſcoveries of the 
goſpel, yer their views of theſe diſcoveries 
are very various, and ſometimes oppolite 


and contradictory. How are theſe differ- 


ences to be acconnted for ?—They are 
owing probably to ſome defect in the 
ſearch. Men either refuſe to undergo the 
pain and labour that are neceſſary to find 
out the truth ; or having taken up ſome 

counterfeit 
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counterfeit which has aceidentally come 
in their way, and for which they have 
contracted a fondneſs, they would fain 
perſuade themſelves that they have found 
it already. Thus many of the profeſſed 
votaries of truth, contented with a ſuper- 
ficial or partial examination, remain in 
ignorance, and, deceiving themſelves and 
others by appearances, run into endleſs 
opinions and cenceits in religion. 

Now, in oppoſition to the too common 
practice of mankind, our Saviour intimates 
in the text, that in order to know the truth 
in what concerns our chief good, we muſt 
be at pains duly to enquire after it. The 
moſt valuable treaſure hid in a field, can 
never enrich any one while he does not 
ſearch for it; and he who will not ſeek 
for pearls, has little chance of finding 
them. In like manner, proficiency in ſpi- 
ritual knowledge is not to be attained by - 
a wiſh, or by a very light application, any 
more than in other ſciences: For though 
the truths of religion are not ſo obſcure, 
but they may be underſtood by every one 
who will make a right uſe of the means 
of inſtruction ; yet neither are they ſo ob- 
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vious and palpable, as to cut off all poſſi- 
bility of error and miſtake; nor do they 
carry with them ſuch luſtre and irreſiſtible 
conviction, as to force themſelves upon 
thoſe who are not diſpoſed to attend to 
them. In ſhort, we muſt ſearch for truth 
in order to find it; and, in proportion as 
it appears, yield to its evidence, at the ex- 
pence of all the favourite notions and fan- 
cies we may have formerly entertained. 
We muſt be willing to ſell all that we have 
in order to purchaſe it. Whatever, there- 
fore, may contribute to direct and aſſiſt 
us in our inquiries after truth, eſpecially 
in ſtudying the myſteries of Chriſt's king- 
dom, demands the attention of all who 
re ener fore own ſalvation, or 
that of others. To diſtinguiſh truth from 
falſchood, and certainty from opinion ; to 
ſepargte the wheat from the chaff, and to 
clear oft what is childiſh and fanciful from 
what is uſeful and ſolid, is of importante 
on every ſubject, but moſt of all in reli- 
gion ; becauſe the moſt pernicious and fa- 
tal errors are thoſe which affect the ever- 

laſting intereſts of mankind. 
My deſign then, at this time, is to take no- 
t1CC 


C01 
tice of ſome of thoſe qualifications that are 
neceſlary rightly to underſtand, and duly 
to prize, the great truths of ſalvation. And | 
this, I hope, will not be thought a diſcourſe 
from the purpoſe of our preſent meeting. 
One principal end of our office, is to in- | 
ſtruct mankind in thoſe divine truths that | 
are indiſpenſable for their. converſion, re= 
formation,” and improvement in holineſs. 
But if we ourſelves labour under igno- 
rance, or prejudice, or miſtake in theſe 
important matters, how ſhall we commu- 
nicate right apprehenſions to others? 
And how ſhall we get rid of our ignorance 
or error, but by uſing the means appoint | 
ed for this end? 
I proceed then, with the help of God, | 
to offer to your conſideration the follow- [|] 
ing particulars: That, in order rightly to 
underſtand, and duly to prize the great 
truths of ſalvation, we muſt cultivate an | 
intimate acquaintance with the holy ſcrip- 
tures.—In matters that are obſcure or du- 
bious, we mult put ourſelves to the trouble 
e, of an attentive and patient examination. | 
—We mult proceed with caution and difh- 
dence with modeſty and humility. We 
muſt 


C1 
muſt make due acknowledgments to the 
Author of every good and perfect gift, and 
habitually look to him for his illumina- 
tion and direction.— And, all along, ſtudy 
a conformity of heart and life to the laws 
of the goſpel. However unneceſſary ſuch 


obſervations may be to thoſe who have 


already examined things to the bottom, 
and are grounded and ſettled in the faith; 
yet, I flatter myſelf, they may be of ſome 
uſe to ſuch as are only entering upon the 
ſerious ſtudy of religion, or who have not 
ſufficiently tried all things, in order to 
hold to that which is beſt. Though the 


road is well known, and may appear plain 


and beaten to the old experienced traveller, 
a few {imple directions may not be alto- 
gether unprofitable to thoſe who have 
newly ſet out upon it, or who have not 


made ſuch long journies in the paths of 


wiſdom. | 
In the FIR sx place, then, I obſerve, That, 


in order rightly to underſtand the great 


truths of religion, and to perceive their 
value and importance, it is neceſſary that 
we cultivate an intimate acquaintance 
with the holy ſcriptures, which we all ac- 


knowledge 
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knowledge to be the rule of faith and 
practice, and the ſtandard by which re- 
ligious opinions are to be eſtimated. I do 
not mean ſuch a philological acquaintance 
as enables a man to be a profound critic, 
however uſeful this may be for the teach- 
ers of religion : Much leſs do I mean, that 
pragmatical captious knowledge of ſcrip- 
ture, which only furniſhes matter for re- 
ligious contention and doubtful diſputa- 
tion ; bur that reverend and thankful ſtu- 
dy of God's word which engages the heart, 
which proceeds from an honeſt defire to 
know the will of God, and to grow daily 
wiſer and better. 

Religion was not deſigned merely to 


gratify mens curioſity,” or to exerciſe their 


wit and dexterity ; but to refine their ſen- 
timents, and change their hearts and tem- 
pers, to exalt their affections, and make 
them © partakers of a divine nature; to 
* turn them from darkneſs to light, and 
from the power of Satan unto God.” 
And, for theſe excellent purpoſes, the 
{criptures every where hold torth to us 
the grandeſt and moſt intereſting objects 
that can be preſented to the mind of man: 
Such 


WAH 


Such as the venerable perfections of the 


great God; his univerſal government o- 
ver the natural and moral world; the plan 
of his adorable providence in what is paſt, 
and what is to come; the corruption and 
miſery of mankind, and the wonders of 


our redemption by Jeſus Chriſt ; the de- 


formity and dreadful conſequences of 
vice, and the beauty and advantage of 
holineſs ; the importance of our behavi- 
our in this ſtare of diſcipline ; the appear- 
ance of the whole human race before the 
tribunal of the Son of God, to receive ac- 


cording to their deeds ; the ſolemn tranſ- 


actions of the laſt judgment, and the fi- 
nal conſummation of all things. | 

Theſe are matters which evidently call 
for the attention of every reaſonable man ; 
and all the objects and purſuits of this 
life, about which men are commonly bu- 
fied, when put in balance with them, 
muſt appear to be lighter than nothing, 
and vanity. And they are-exhibited to 
us, at the ſame time, with ſuch majeſty 
and ſimplicity, that they may be under- 


ſtood and felt by every one of ordinary 
capacity, who duly attends to them ; for 


the 
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the ſcriptures are addreſſed to the bulk of 
mankind, and not to thoſe only of un- 
common parts, or deep erudition. 


What unſpeakable benefit may, by the 
bleſſing of God, be derived from the ſtudy 


of his holy word, when we make the in- 
tereſting objects which are there ſo fully! 
diſplayed, the chief ſubject of our devout 


and habitual contemplation? What a 
powerful tendency has this to enlarge the 
mind, to elevate the ſoul above the mean- 
er things of the world, and to inſpire it 
with juſt and noble ſentiments! Such di- 


vine efficacy may appear myſterious to 


thoſe who are ſtrangers to religion ; and 
it may not be fully comprehended by 
many Chriſtians, who are more taken up 


about the improvement of their heads 


than their hearts: But to its reality the 
Pſalmiſt, under the Old Teſtament diſpen- 
ſation, could bear witneſs : © O how love 


* I thy law! it is my meditation all the 
* day. I have more underſtanding than 
_ * all my teachers; For thy teſtimonies are 


my meditation. The law of the Lord is 
perfect, converting the ſoul. The com- 
* mandment of the Lord is pure, en- 

B lightening 
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** ghtening the eyes. The entrance of 


* thy word giveth light; it giveth under- 


. © ſtanding to the ſimple.” And this is a 


reality known to all who are devoted to 
God, and unfeignedly aſpire to be truly 
wiſe. They ſee the truths of religion in 


a very different light from the ſpeculative 


inquirer ; and they have a ſenſe of their 
value and importance, with which many 
nominal Chriſtians, ind perhaps ſome 
learned divines, are, in a great e 
unacquainted. 

How indiſpenſable then 1 Is it, that hs 
teachers of mankind make the holy ſcrip- 
tures their principal ſtudy ? For how can 
men acquire ſaving knowledge themſelves, 
or be profitable to others, who, neglecting 
this fountain of heavenly wiſdom, drink 


only from the contaminated ſtreams of 


human doctrine? or who, though they 
read the word of God, have their atten- 
tion employed chiefly upon obſcure and 
dubious points, or things hard to be un- 
derſtood, while the plain momentous | 
truths of religion are little regarded? 


Theſe great truths are the firſt principles, 


or elements,; in Chriſtianity, which, when 
thoroughly 


7-48. 
thoroughly underſtood, and habitually at- 


tended to, will be of infinite advantage in 
all our future enquiries. They will be a 
ſafe-guard againſt needleſs controverſies, . 
and prepare the mind for paſſing a right 
and ſound judgment in every matter that 
requires deliberation, 

The doctrines contained in ſcripture are 
not all equally clear and obvious in them- 
ſelves; and it ſometimes happens, that the 
declarations in one part of this ſacred | 

book appear inconfiſtent with thoſe we | 


: meet with in another: And theſe appa- 
; rent inconſiſtencies have been a principal 
: ſource of controverſy and diviſion in the 


church. Some myſteries in religion, as 
: well as in nature, are, and perhaps ever 
s will be above the comprehenſion of man 
2 in his preſent ſtate. But as wiſe men, by 
- a proper uſe of their faculties, have obvia- 
ted and explained ſeveral phenomena in 


"= nature, which before were conſidered as 
"A unaccountable; ſo, by a proper ule of our 
= faculties in religion, we may be able to 
5 diſcover the truth, in points which, at \ 
4 firſt fight, appear unintelligible or contra- 
= dictory: Or, at leaſt, we may free them 
v 5 B 2 from 
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from that artificial obſcurity in which 


they have been involved by men, who, 


from prejudice, from narrow views, or 


perverſe diſpoſitions, have endeavoured to 


reduce and accommodate every thing to 


their own favourite ſyſtems. Therefore, 
I obſerve, | ; 


SECONDLY, That, in order to guard a- 
gainſt error, in matters about which Chri- 


ſtians are divided, we muſt put ourſelves 
to the trouble of an attentive and patient 
examination. That painful exertion and 


perſeverance of thought, which, in diffi- 


cult caſes, the diſcovery of truth requires, 
28 far from being an acceptable taſk to the 
bulk of mankind. It is inconſiſtent with 


the natural levity, the itch for novelty, 
and the love of variety, which are the pre- 
vailing diſpoſitions of many. They ra- 
ther chuſe to run eagerly from one ſub- 
ject to another, in queſt of ſomething cu- 
rious and entertaining, than to dwell, for 
a ſufficient time, upon what is ſolid and 


edifying; like the Athenians, mentioned 
in the 17th of the Acts, who © ſpent their 


time in nothing elſe, but either to tell 
: 6c 
or 
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« gr to hear ſome new thing.“ And this 


turn of mind, when indulged in religion, 
naturally begets a luxurious vitiated taſte 
for new and ſtrange doctrines, ſimilar to 
what people contract for meats and drinks, 
which is as pernicious to the mind as the 
other is to the body. They are ever 
“ ſearning, as the Apoſtle ſays, © and ne- 
ver come to the knowledge of the truth.” 


That indolence of diſpoſition likewiſe, that 
_ averſion from ſerious reflection, which is 


the temper of many, makes them take up 
their opinions upon truſt; or, at leaſt, con- 
tent themſelves with a very ſhort and ſu- 
perficial enquiry. Now, the ſcripture tells 
us, that this is not the way to become wile. 
We are called upon to exert thoſe faculties 
which God hath beſtowed upon us, and 
to perſevere in the ſtudy of wiſdom, if 
we would reaſonably hope to obtain it. 
If thou incline thine ear unto wiſdom, 


L and apply thine heart to underſtanding; 


yea, if thou crieſt after knowledge, and 
* lifteſt up thy voice for underſtanding ; 
if thou ſeekeſt her as filver, and ſearch- 


* eſt for her as for hid treaſures : 'Then 
* thalr 
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* ſhalt thou underſtand the fear of the 
Lord, and find the knowledge of God.” 


THIRDLY, In our enquiries after divine 
truth, it is fit that we proceed with cau- 
tion and diffidence. Indeed, there are 
many fundamental truths in religion and 
morality ſo plain and indubitable, that to 
feel their force requires only attention; 


and to pretend heſitation or difficulty a- 


bout them, diſcovers. a diſtempered judg- 
ment, or a bad heart, or both. But, in o- 
ther matters, it is requiſite to diſtinguiſh 
with care and exactneſs, what is evident 
and certain, from thoſe things that are on- 
ly doubtful or probable. Preſumption 


and probability ought to have all the re- 
gard paid them to which they are enti- 


tled; but full aſſent or acquieſcence is 
due only in thoſe caſes where the evidence 
is complete. It would be very abſurd and 
wicked for one to ſhut his eyes at noon- 
day, and call in queſtion the light of the 
ſun, or the reality of thoſe objects that are 
immediately before his face; but it would 
be no leſs fooliſh, raſhly and poſitively to 
determine what 1s going on in the moon 

and 
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and the planets. Though an affectation 


of ſcepticiſm, therefore, in plain caſes, is 
extremely ridiculous; yet, to ſuſpend the 
judgment in matters that are really ob- 
ſcure, and demand a deliberate\ and im- 
partial diſcuſſion, becomes a wiſe man. As, 
on the one hand, we ſhould be ſo tenaci- 
ous of thoſe realities that are manifeſt and 


inconteſtable, as to allow no objections or 


difficulties that may come in our way to 
ſtagger our faith in them; ſo, on the o- 
ther hand, we ought not haſtily to reject 
any thing that has the appearance of truth 
or probability, without a fair trial. 
Raſhneſs, or precipitancy of judgment, 
is but too natural to mankind, and is at- 
tended with many bad effects: For one 
falſe principle, adopted without examina- 
tion, or taken for granted at the begin- 
ning, is enough to put a man wrong in 


the whole progreſs of his after reaſoning, 


and at length to confirm him in danger- 


ous abſurdity. Hence many ſerious well- 


meaning Chriſtians, by taking for certain 


what is, at beſt, dubious and diſputable, 


have hurried away themſelves and others 
from the great concerns of ſalvation, and 


ſpent 
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ſpent their ſtrength in contoverſies very 
foreign from the eſſentials of religion; 
and, by their intemperate zeal for leſſer 
matters, or for their own favourite con- 
ceits, have given occaſion to the adverſa- 
ries of religion to deceive themſelves with 
the imagination, that they combat reli- 
gion itſelf, while they . eee with the 
ſhadow of it; and that they are diſpro- 
ving the doctrines of Chriſtianity, while 
they only ridicule the inventions and fan- 

cies of men. ä 
It is obſerved by a pious writer, that 
when the devil cannot make men irreligi- 
ous or profane, he exerts all his {kill to 
thruſt out the great matters of religion, 
and to ingroſs their attention with points 
that are circumſtantial and of ſmall mo- 
ment. And he has too often prevailed 
upon them to waſte their time and talents 
upon what the Apoſtle calls“ yain jan- 
* ghngs, and doating about queſtions 
* which engender ſtrife, and not godly 
* edifying.” When he is diſappointed or 
limited in puſhing on the ungodly to per- 
ſecute and torment the friends of Chri- 
ſtianity, he is generally too ſucceſsful in 
kindling 
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kindling diſſention amongſt themſelves, 
and ſtirring them up to hate and to de- 
vour one another, Hence that variety of 
extravagant opinions, which appear like 
meteors, and catch the attention of the 
vulgar for a time: Hence thoſe numerous 
ſets and parties who multiply doctrines, 
and heap up to themſelves teachers accord- 
ing to their different humours : Hence 
all that load of precious baubles, wood, 
* bay, and ſtubble,” that has been built 
upon the foundation of the 'goſpel ; and 
which, in the view of infidels, has contri- 
buted ſo much to the diſgrace of Chriſtia- 
nity, and the reproach of its profeſſors. 

What need, then, have we to be upon 
our guard againſt departing from the fim- 
plicity of the goſpel, or raſhly admiting 
the imaginations of men, even of eminent 
and pious men, as the will of God? It is 
much eaſier to embrace errors than to 
quit them; for they gather ſtrength ſe- 
cretly and inſenſibly, and feſter in the 
mind, and ſometimes take ſuch faſt hold 
of the man, as to baffle the plaineſt and 
ſtrongeſt evidence. 


C FPovnrhrx, 


| 
| 


L 8 ] 0 

FouRTHLY, In the ſtudy of religious 
truth, it is indiſpenſable, that we be poſ- 
feſſed of an humble docile diſpoſition. 
Humility ſhews itſelf in a becoming ſenſe 
of our own manifold imperfections; in 
having the mind open to conviction, and 
ready to lay aſide thoſe errors which, 
through prejudice or paſſion, we may 
have entertained ; and in our charity for 


the miſtakes and different ſentiments of 


other people. This diſpoſition every ſober 
Chriftian will find himſelf concerned to 
cultivate with peculiar care, when he con- 
fiders what ſtreſs is laid upon it by our 
bleſſed Lord and Maſter ; © Verily, verily, 


I fay unto you, except ye receive the 
kingdom of Heaven as a little child, ye 
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“ ſhall in no wiſe enter into it.“ If any 
„ man among you,” ſays the Apoſtle, 


© ſeemeth to be wiſe in this world, let him 


become a fool, that he may be wiſe: 
For the wiſdom of this world is fooliſh 
«© neſs with God.” It is no wonder we 
ſhould be fo often, and ſo earneſtly, ex- 
horted to humility, when we conſider the 


_ wotul influence that pride has upon the 


minds of men. It puffs them up with the 
vain 


LW] 


vain conceit of their having made wonder- 
ful progreſs in religion, when they have 
not beſtowed time and attention ſufficient 
to underſtand the firſt principles of it ; 
and of their being adepts in ſpiritual 
| knowledge, while they have ſcarce got o- 
, ver the threſhold of wiſdom. Pride ſhuts 
7 the mind againſt conviction, and makes 
; men adhere obſtinately to the greateſt ab- 
f ſurdities. It cheriſhes {contempt and ha- 
y 
5 
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tred for thoſe who differ from them ; it 
envenoms their diſcourſe, and poiſons e- 
ven their prayers; and, while they will 
allow no good qualities in their adverſa- 


H ries, they have an unbounded indulgence | 
e to grant for the moſt unchriſtian tempers 
e in their diſciples and followers :—And, 

y what is worſt of all, they ſometimes pro- 

s voke God to give them up to a ſpirit of | 
n deluſion, by which they wander farther | 
: and farther in the mazes of error and fol- | 
1 ly ; ſo that, “ having eyes they ſee not, 
ye and hearts, but do not underſtand.” — 
X * For the Lord,” ſaith the prophet Iſaiah, 

ae * hath poured out upon you the ſpirit of 

he deep ſleep, and hath cloſed your eyes: 

he the prophets and your rulers, the ſeers 

in | C2 “ hath 


1 
hath he covered. And the viſion of all 


* is become unto you as the words of a 
* book that is ſealed, which men deliver 
* to one that is learned, ſaying, Read this, 

I pray thee; and he faith, I cannot, for 
it is ſealed. And the book is delivered 
* to him that is unlearned, ſaying, Read 
© this ;—and he ſaith, I am not learned.” 
We ought to dread this ſpiritual deſertion 
as the greateſt of evils. © The Lord know- 
eth the proud afar off; but he giveth 
© grace to the humble.” —“ To whom ſhall 
* he teach knowledge ? and whom ſhall 
ehe make to underſtand doctrine ? Them 


„that are weaned from the milk, and 
drawn from the breaſts.” 


FiFTHLY, In order to have a ſound un- 
derſtanding in divine matters, let us make 
due acknowledgments to the author of e- 
very good and perfect gift, and habirually 
look to him for his illumination and di- 
rection. They who neglect to pay homage 
to God may ſoon become wiſe in their 
own conceit; and, perhaps, they may be 
admired, for their parts and dexterity, by 
men like themſelves; but they will remain 

at 


1 
at a great diſtance from true wiſdom. So- 
lomon was endued with a very extraordi- 
nary ſhare of natural ſagacity and acute- 
neſs: How far did he, in this reſpect, ex- 
cel all the people of his day, and all the 
ſceptics likewiſe, and profeſſed philoſo- 
phers of our times? But Solomon had more 
penetration than to aſcribe his ſuperior 


knowledge to himſelf. The Lord giveth 


viſdom, ſays he: © Our of his mouth 
* cometh knowledge and underſtanding.” 
And the nearer always that men approach 
to the perfection of wiſdom, the more ſen- 
ſible they will be of the neceſlity of divine 


direction. 25 


People accuſtomed to ſerious thought 
can tell how different their views and im- 
preſſions are of the ſame things at diffe- 
rent times: That, on ſome occaſions, truth 
darts unexpectedly upon their minds, and 
ſhines, ſo to ſpeak, with a luſtre and force 
which they are incapable of commanding 


at pleaſure; and what is this ultimately 


to be aſcribed to but the agency of Hea- 
ven? Thoſe who value themſelves on ac- 
counting for every thing from natural 
cauſes, may attribute this to a particular 

habit 
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habit of body, or to the ſtate of the blood 
and animal ſpirits, the different changes 
in which have a correſponding influence 
upon the imagination, and other faculties 


of the ſoul; and ſo far they may be right. 


But who is the author of our conſtitu- 
tion? Who directs and regulates theſe dif- 
ferent habits of body? f it is conſiſtent 
with ſound philoſophy to aſcrib- a favour- 
able ſeaſon and a plentiful increaſe, a proſ- 
perous voyage, or a fortunate adventure, 


to the good providence of God ; why not 


thoſe favourable diſpoſitions of ſoul which 
admit the light of divine truth with pecu- 


liar energy and brightneſs, and captivate 
the heart with the beauties of holineſs ? 


It is ſurely as worthy of God to govern 


the moral world as the natural; and why 


ſhould we be aſhamed or afraid to acknow- 
ledge him in the one more than in the o- 

ther ? | 
Indeed, the better we are acquainted with 
ourſelves, the more we ſhall be diſpoſed to 
have recourſe to God for his grace, to 
preſerve us from error and folly, and to 
guide us in the path of truth: For, when 
we ſeriouſly ponder the prejudices of edu- 
: cation, 
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cation, the force of habit, the bias of paſ- 
ſion, the influence of eſtabliſhed opinions 
and eſtabliſhed names, together with the 
plauſible and deceitful forms which falſe 
and deluſi ve doctrines ſometimes put on, 
what man in his ſenſes would chuſe to 
truſt to himſelf, when he may have ſupe- 
rey wiſdom to direct him? © Open thou 

mine eyes, ſays the Pſalmiſt, © that I 

may ' behold wonderous things out of 


e thy law. Make me to underſtand the 
* way of thy precepts; ſo ſhall I talk of 
thy wonderous works.“ And with what 
gratitude will every conſiderate perſon lay 
hold of that encouragement, publiſhed by 
the Apoſtle ? © If any of you lack wiſdom, 
let him aſk of God, who giveth to all 
e men liberally, and upbraideth not, and 
& jt ſhall be given him” *. 

 SIxTHLY, 


The groſs ſtupidity, ſuperſtition, and abominable wicked- 
neſs of the heathen world appear aſtoniſhing, when it is con- 
ſidered that they had the common light of reaſon and con- 
ſcience to direct them. But is it not wonderful alſo, to 
obſerve the folly and obſtinacy of thoſe who refuſe to be in- 
ſtructed by the goſpel revelation'; or who having, by the 
help of this revelation, patched up a ſyſtem of natural reli- 


gion, ſuitable to their own taſte, make no other uſe of all 


their 
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SIxTHLY, Let me obſerve, in the la/f 
place, That nothing will contribute more 
to our improvement in the knowledge of 
divine truth than a conformity of heart 

and 


their borrowed light and knowledge, than to confirm them - 

ſelves and others in infidelity? oy 
Many proficients in the ſciences, and in every human ac- 

compliſhment; many who are deſervedly reckoned judicious, 


quick- ſighted, and rational, in other matters, diſcover a 


ſtrange backwardneſs and ſlowneſs of heart with regard to 
the great doctrines of Chriſtianity, which are ſo admirably 


ſuited to the nature and condition of man. They appear 
abundantly candid aud upright, and impartial in all the affairg, 


of common life ; but, in judging of religion, they betray a 


ſubtle, diſingenuous, ſophiſtical ſpirit, While, without he- 
fitation, they give ample credit to the facts and events of 
ancient times, they would fain with-hold their belief from 
thoſe of the goſpel-hiſtory, 'which are no leſs credible and 
well atteſted: And how greedily do they lay hold of ob- 
jections againſt religion, which would be deemed altogether 
frivolous and futile upon any other ſubje& ! While they ad- 
mire the beanties of eloquence and fine writing, and are en- 
raptured with the ſimple, the natural, and the ſublime, in 


ancient and modern productions, the beautiful ſimplicity, 


rength, and majeſty of the holy ſcriptures paſs unobſerved. 
What genius and learning are diſplayed in ſome fine-ſpun- 
theories and Utopian ſyſtems of ſociety and government, 
where religion is no part of the plan, where the Supreme 
Ruler is wholly overlooked, and his providence, his appro- 
bation or difpleaſure, are not conſidered as having any hand 
in the affairs of men. And in thoſe hiſtories of nations and 


empires, 
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and life to the laws of the goſpel. Bleſſed 


be God, there has been little controverſy 
about the practice of religion, or the con- 


verſation that becomes the diſciples of 
Chriſt. For the virtues of a good life do 


commend 


empires, compiled by ſome of the moſt faſhionable modern 
writers, where religion is neceſſarily interwoven, and muſt 
often be introduced, does it not as often ſeem the author's 
principal object, if not to turn it into ridicule, at leaſt, to 
ſhew his own infidelity, and total diſregard of every ſacred 
inſtitution ? Do not they who pique themſelves moſt on 
freedom of thought and liberality of ſentiment, frame a cha- 


racter of the Sovereign of the univerſe, which, for indolent 
indifference about his ſubjeQs, for good-natured lenity and 
weak indulgence, any prince or ſubordinate ruler upon earth 
might juſtly be aſhamed of? And is not their favourite ac- 
count of the plan of his adminiſtration, as altogether kind 
and benevolent, and ſolely intended to communicate happi- 
neſs, flatly-· contradicted by daily experience of the manifold 
ſufferings and calamities that abound in the world? 

Theſe inconſiſtencies may be owing to early prejudice; to 
the depravity of mens hearts, and their ſtrong attachment to 
the ways of folly and unrighteouſneſs; to the pride of ſcience 
or an affectation of thinking far above people of plain un- 
derſtanding; or to the torrent of faſhionable impiety, by 
which the thoughtleſs and the half- thinking are implicitly 
carried along. But, whatever may be the cauſe, does not 
this natural averſion from the truth ſufficiently ſhew the ne- 
ceſſity of ſupernatural illumination in divine things; and 
what need many, who are generally accounted wiſe and deep- 
ſighted, often have to be enlightened from above in the firſt 
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commend themſelves directly to the heart 
and conſcience; and however they have 
ſometimes been regarded in theory, yet, 
in fact, they always have been, and al- 
ways will be, good and acceptable, as 
well as profitable to men. And what a 
beneficial influence the practice of virtue 
has upon the faculties of the mind, the 
ſcriptures do not fail to inform us:“ The 


* fear of the Lord is the beginning of 


« wiſdom: A good underſtanding have 
* all they who do his commandments.” 
*. have more underſtanding than the 
* ancients ;* and how? © becauſe I keep 
© thy precepts.” Thus the knowledge 
and practice of religion mutually aſſiſt 
and cheriſh each other; and the head and 
the heart improve together. 

On the other hand, the Apoſtle ſays, 
that © the natural man receiveth not the 


principles and plaineſt truths of religion? For the moſt 


learned and renowned unbelievers are, with regard to their 
irreligious tenets and philoſophical refinements, every whit 
as blind and bigotted, and as thorough proof againſt all rea- 
ſonable ordinary means of conviction, as thoſe whom they 
hold in the loweſt contempt for fanaticiſm, ſuperſtition, and 


things 
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N 
* things of the Spirit of God ; for they 
are fooliſhneſs to him: neither can he 
* know them, becauſe they are ſpiritually 
s diſcerned.” As pride and ſelf-conceit 
carry men on from one pernicious error 
to another, © deceiving, and being decei- 
« ved;” ſo the free indulgence of our 
depraved affections and irregular paſſions 
tends to pervert the judgment, to obſcure 
and vitiate the intellectual tight ; “ and, if 
the light that is in thee be darkneſs, how 
great is that darkneſs !” Senſuality ſtu- 
pifies the mind, and ſurrounds it with a 
thick miſt, which the rays of divine wiſ- 
dom dp not penetrate. An inordinate at- 
tachment to the riches and cares of this 
world debaſes the ſoul ; it magnifies trifles, 
and diminiſhes the grandeſt objects; and 
* chokes the good ſeed of the word, ſo 
that it becometh unfruitful:“ For how 
can he, whoſe heart is nailed to this earth, 
or locked up in his coffers, exert that en- 
largement of thought, and dignity of ſen- 
timent, that are neceſſary to comprehend 
or reliſh the things that be of God? Selfiſh- 
neſs, malice, and envy, are very favour- 
able for the production of © confuſion, 
* and every evil work ;” but where theſe 
D 2 weeds 


1 
weeds are cheriſhed or neglected, chey will 
effectually obſtruct the growth of that 
* heavenly wiſdom, which is pure, and 
* peaceable, gentle, and eaſy to be entreat- 
* ed, full of mercy and good fruits.” 

Men enſlaved to their paſſions have of- 
ten good natural parts, and do_ acquire 
much human knowledge and learning. 
They may alſo, as the Apoſtle obſerves, 
receive occaſionally ſuch tranſient glimpſes 
of divine truth, as a perſon has of his 
natural face in a glaſs, and ſtraightway 
forget what manner of perſons they 
* were. But whoſo looketh into the per- 
« fect law of liberty, and continueth there- 
“in, he being not a forgetful hearer, but 
* a doer of the work, this man ſhall be 
© bleſſed in his deed.” In proportion as 
we cultivate the Chriſtian graces, we {hall 
advance in ſound and uſeful wiſdom ; for 
the Spirit of God delights to dwell in the 
ſoul when it is thus duly prepared and 
ſanctified. And it is not to be ſuppoſed 
that God will ſuffer thoſe who love the 
truth, and are unfeignedly devoted to his 
fear, to be fatally deceived by falſe ap- 
pearances, or to perſiſt in any dangerous 


or deſtructive error. 
Thus 


us 


us 
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Thus I have endeavoured to lay before 
you ſuch qualifications. as I judge to be 
eſſential for conveying to the mind a clear 


apprehenſion and deep impreſſion of the 


great truths of ſalvation. And, from all 
that has been ſaid, you may ſee at what a 
price this heavenly wiſdom 1s to be had : 
And is it any wonder? The thing itſelf is 
precious : And what thing that 18 com- 
monly accounted precious amongſt men 
is to be obtained without labour, and 


pains, and expence ? Were it to be had for 


nothing, or come in our way upon every 
occaſion, this might rather be a preſump- 
tion againſt its value. But, though the 
ſearch 1s attended with trouble, the acqui- 
ſition of this pearl of great price will make 
ample amends: For, be aſſured, if you 
are once poſſeſſed of it, you will think no- 
thing ſo excellent and deſirable. With what 
cheerfulneſs will you give up all your for- 
mer miſtakes and darling conceits, to 
make way for this rich and genuine trea- 
ſure! You will think it no harſhip to ſell 
all that you have to purchaſe it: And 
though the whole world were put 1n your 
offer, as a bribe to part with it, you would 
look upon it as a poor temptation, Can 


we 


4% * D 
— 


—— 


— 


©." 


= @ 22 «„ — G — 
r . Ia. — * Tee — 
„„ an Sho ., agen Wt, uo ewes ar tro ad Orcs : f 


_ — 8 — 


- 
r 2 9% Ros. =, i. — 


_- 2 
* 2 * * 
9 ”* — * 
— — Eon —— — — — 
2 — — 


—_— — - 7 
— — 1626323 — — 


"hl - ** 2 pg 9 — 9 * 
„„ . — — 1 8 nn 
2 he RG —— 


. a x # +4 — — 
— «4.4 4 2 
dot _ * 


„„ — — — — — —— — 


3 — 


L 30 ] 
we then be at too much pains to ſeek for 
what is ſo tranſcendently valuable and ad- 
vantageous ? 
Burt it may be aſked, What becomes of 
the bulk of mankind, who are not trained 
and formed for ſtudy, who have little lei- 


ſure or opportunity for thoſe attentive 
and tedious enquiries which, in many 


points, are neceſſary to form a right judg- 


ment; and who, of conſequence, muſt be 
often greatly at a loſs to diſtinguiſh truth 


from falſehood ? To be ſure, they labour 


under manifeſt diſadvantages; and if they 
are miſled and bewildered, wo to thoſe 
who miſlead them. At the ſame time, it 
muſt be allowed, that even the generality 
of Chriſtians, who earn their bread by the 
ſweat of their. face, are far from being 
deſtitute of opportunities, or of ſpare 
time, to examine matters of genuine im- 
portance, and to become wiſe to ſalvation, 
were they diſpoſed rightly to improve 
them. Not to ſpeak of the Sabbath-day, 
which 1s principally ſet apart for religious 
worſhip and inſtruction, and withour 
encroaching on the ſpace that is taken up 
in neceſſary relaxation and amuſement, 
how many hours do even the buſy part of 


mankind 
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mankind ſpend in hearing and telling idle 
news, in evil-ſpeaking, or in officiouſly 
intereſting themſelves in other mens mat- 
ters, which might be occupied in ſober 


enquiry and uſeful converſation? The 


time that ſerious Chriſtians often throw 
away in forming conjectures upon obſcure 
paſſages of ſcripture, or in vain contro- 
verſies about needleſs queſtions, or things 
that far exceed the reach of human under- 
ſtanding, might, if properly managed, 
contribute much to their advancement in 
true wiſdom. And, alas! Do not many 
take more pains to four their tempers, to 
rankle and 1mbitter their ſpirits by fierce 
religious contentions, than might be ſuffi- 
cient, under God, to adorn and enrich 
their ſouls with the graces of the Spirit, 
and from in them the ſame mind that 
was 1n Jeſus ? | 
After all, it is much to be doubted 
whether even the vulgar are ſo generally 
deſtitute of true wiſdom, as one, from 
their cicumſtances, would be ready to 
imagine. Bleſſed be God, there are not 
wanting among us numbers of plain ho- 
neſt Chriſtians, and - humble enquirers, 
who are animated with unfeigned piery 
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to God, and good-will to men, who profit 
daily by reading, mediration, and prayer; 
and are, 1n reality, taught of God, though 
they carinot ſpeak to very good purpoſe a- 
bout religion. Though ſuch perſons are 
commonly overlooked amidſt the crowd, 
and make no noiſe among the wranglers 


and diſputers of this world, they are ta- 


ken notice of by him who dwells with the 
humble and contrite, who giveth counſel 
and found wiſdom to thoſe who are will- 
ing to receive inſtruction, and refuſe it 
not. 

But whatever allowance is to be made 
for thoſe whoſe circumſtances incapacitate 
them for deep reflection, ſurely no excuſe 
is to be admitted for the indolence of ſuch 
as have abundance of time and leiſure, 
and whoſe buſineſs it is to devote them- 
ſelves much to ſtudy and meditation. Let 
me, therefore, conclud- this diſcourſe with 
recommending to you, my brethren, and 
to myſelf, to make the important mat- 
ters of ſalvation our chief and habitual 
ſtudy, and to uſe all the helps of nature 
and grace for advancing more and more 
in this holy ſcience: And the juſter no- 
tions we have of religion ourſelves, the 

fitter 
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fitter we ſhall be for giving inſtruction 


to others, and for detecting the ſpecious 
appearances which error and folly often 
aſſume. But for “ vain jangling about 
the commandments of men, and pro- 
„ fane and old-wives fables, theſe let us 
* ſhun, becauſe they will increaſe unto 
% more ungodlineſs.” 

As for you, the hearers of the goſpel, 
whoſe lawful occupations do not permit 
you much leiſure for intricate enquiries, 
and who may not be well qualified to 
unravel the objections and quirks of vain 
reaſoners ; the beſt advice I can give you 
is, to hold faſt to the 52 capital truths 
of religion: And beware of being divert- 
ed from them by things which you do 
not underſtand, or queſtions which you 


cannot ſolve. You may be reproached 


with ignorance, and puzzled with diffi- 


culties; but remember always the words 


of your Saviour, which will never de- 
ceive you : © He that hath my command- 
* ments, and keepeth them, he it is that 
* loveth me. My ſheep hear my voice, 
and I know them, and they follow me. 
And he that keepeth his commandments, 


F „ 4welleth 


# dwelleth in him, and he in him: An d 
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hereby we know that he abideth in us; 
„by the Spirit which he hath given us.“ 
Let others be amuſed with vain conceits, 
and vex themſelves and their neighbours 
with! endleſs diſputations, and be carried 
about with every wind of doctrine. Be 
ye thankful to God, who hath given us 

eternal life, through the knowledge of 
himſelf, and Jeſus whom he hath 
ſent : And let it be your conſtant care to 
walk: worthy of your high calling, and 
td àbound more and more in the work of 
the Lord. While vain-glorious profeſſors 
make their boaſt of their own inventions 


and fingularities, it will be wiſeſt and 
ſafeſt for yow to join the Apoſtle in the 


ſubject of his humble triumph: God 
« forbid that I ſhould glory, ſave in the 
© croſs of our Lord Jeſus Chriſt, by whom 
te the world is crucified unto me, and I 
< unto the world. And as many as walk 
« according to this rule, peace be on 
e them, and mercy, and upon the Iſrael 
of God.” , 
1 JA 64 


THE END. 
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